The politics of multi-scalar action in river basin management by Hüesker, Frank & Moss, Timothy
1 
 




First published as: 
Frank Hüesker and Timothy Moss: The politics of multi-scalar action in river basin 
management: Implementing the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD). Land Use Policy 
2015, 42 (January), pp.38-47. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2014.07.003 
This accepted manuscript version of the article stated above is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-
ND 4.0) https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 
 
 
The politics of multi-scalar action in river basin management: 
Implementing the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) 
 
Frank Hüesker and Timothy Moss 
IRS Erkner, Germany 
 
Abstract 
Scholars of environmental governance are increasingly intrigued by issues of scale. Efforts to 
institutionalise river basin management represent a pertinent exemplar, as they aspire to 
strengthen hydrological vis-à-vis political-administrative scales of governance. The EU Water 
Framework Directive (WFD) is one of the most ambitious policy initiatives worldwide to 
reconfigure water management planning around the hydrological scale of river basins. Whilst 
it is widely assumed that the WFD is rescaling water governance in Europe, few empirical 
studies have been conducted to ascertain how far this is the case, what scalar strategies and 
practices are emerging and to what effect. The paper addresses these open issues with a study 
analysing the multi-scalar actions of water authorities, water management organisations, local 
authorities and interest groups involved in implementing the WFD. It investigates how 
stakeholders are acting scalar from the local to the European scale and back to further their 
interests in the course of WFD implementation, focussing on the Wupper sub-basin in 
Germany. Drawing for conceptual insight on the human geography debate on the politics of 
scale and processes of rescaling, we demonstrate how all relevant stakeholders are 
increasingly working across scales to advance their interests but in very different ways, with 
different degrees of deliberation and to different effect. A typology of multi-scalar action is 
developed to interpret this diversity. The paper draws conclusions on how multi-scalar action 
is altering not only power relations between the actors but also the scalar configurations 
themselves.  




1. Introduction  
The Water Framework Directive of the European Union (WFD) has become a showcase for 
new modes of environmental governance (e.g. Kaika and Page, 2003; Moss, 2004; Kastens 
and Newig, 2007; Woods, 2008). One of the most pertinent issues attracting increasing 
interest in policy and research circles is how the WFD has set in motion a process of 
reconfiguring the scalar organisation of water management (Thiel, 2009; 2010; Moss and 
Newig, 2010; Johnson, 2012). On the one hand, the WFD requires water management 
planning to be conducted around the scale of the river basin, alongside the scale of political-
administrative jurisdictions (Art. 3). On the other, it is reordering the vertical decision-making 
process of water management in Europe, primarily by strengthening the role of the European 
Commission, now equipped with powers to monitor the achievement of wide-ranging 
environmental objectives for water quality according to a set timeframe and to sanction non-
implementation. This process of scalar reconfiguration is particularly dynamic by virtue of the 
new opportunities for the participation of stakeholders in the water management planning 
process created by the WFD.  
Whilst it is widely assumed that the WFD is thereby rescaling water governance in Europe, 
empirically grounded knowledge on this phenomenon is limited. Individual studies have 
addressed the WFD as a new form of scalar governance in the EU as a whole (Johnson, 2012), 
in the Netherlands (Huitema and Bressers, 2006) and in Portugal (Thiel, 2009). Whilst these 
early scalar perspectives on the WFD have brought important new insight into the relative 
importance of river basin and jurisdictional scales in the implementation process, what is 
largely missing is an in-depth understanding of how key stakeholders are acting across scales 
in practice, how these actions are shaping scalar reconfigurations and what impact they are 
having on the ability of different actors to influence water policy. This paper investigates the 
practices and perceptions of key actors from multiple scales to assess how they are responding 
to the rescaling of water governance initiated by the WFD and what multi-scalar strategies 
and practices they are pursuing. Focussing in from the EU to one small sub-basin in Germany, 
these actors range from the European Commission and European lobby groups, via federal 
bodies and state agencies in North-Rhine Westphalia to a catchment-based water board – the 
Wupperverband – and local authorities and stakeholder groups in the catchment of the River 
Wupper. The paper targets multi-scalar strategies and practices (collectively termed ‘scalar 
actions’) specifically on the understanding that new scalar interactions in European water 
management are not predetermined in the text of the WFD and subsequent national 
legislation, but are to a large extent the product of an ongoing process of negotiation, 
collaboration and contestation. Our working hypothesis is that, in the wake of the WFD, some 
actors are advancing their water management interests by working across different spatial 
scales and that some of these actors may be pursuing a deliberate strategy of multi-scalar 
intervention. By operating in this way these actors, we claim, are not simply using existing 
spatial scales to their own advantage but, in doing so, are altering the political significance of 
some scales in relation to others and generating new modes of multi-scalar action with 
important implications for water policy outcomes.  
Conceptually framed by recent research in human geography on the politics of scale and 
processes of rescaling relating to environmental governance, the paper investigates the multi-
scalar actions of the above actors to answer the following questions:  
– Firstly, how far and in what ways are certain actors operating across and within river 
basin and political-administrative scales in implementing the WFD? 
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– Secondly, how are these scales being constructed or reconfigured by these activities 
and around what key issues of WFD implementation? 
– Thirdly, what effects are multi-scalar strategies and practices having on the power of 
actors to influence WFD implementation?  
The paper is based on a literature review of the human geography literature on scale/rescaling 
pertinent to environmental governance, on documentary material on implementing the WFD 
in Germany and the Wupper sub-basin and on 15 interviews conducted with representatives 
from all the relevant scales between 2010 and 2012.1 In addition, the researchers organised 
three workshops with leading representatives of the Wupperverband and participated in 
internal meetings and in the annual river basin symposia (documented at 
www.wupperverband.de (accessed 31 May 2013)). 
 
 
2. Theory: Conceptualising Scalar Strategies and Practices  
In order to explore the process of scalar reconfiguration of water governance in the EU set in 
motion by the WFD it is important to develop first a clear conceptualization of what is meant 
by scale, processes of re-scaling and multi-scalar actions. Contributions to scalar concepts 
have emerged over the past 30 years within different streams of literature, which may be 
subsumed under the headings (1) human geography, (2) multi-level governance, (3) 
participatory governance and (4) environmental institutions (Jager et al. forthcoming). The 
following paper focusses on the human geography debate because it is particularly suited to 
guide conceptually our interest in the dynamics and politics of scalar action.  
The human geography literature on the “politics of scale” explores the societal production and 
effects of spatial scales with a particular interest in revealing and explaining the shifting 
geographies of power relations (Smith, 2008 [1984]; Swyngedouw, 1997; Schmid, 2003; 
Brenner, 2004). In this literature scales are not taken as given, but as dynamic constructs. 
They are produced, structured and given value by actors in a continuous process of 
negotiation and contestation. This process of “rescaling” applies not merely to the 
structuration of single scales, but primarily to the reordering of relations between scales 
(Agnew, 1997, p.100). Of particular relevance to our paper, this approach to scale has recently 
been applied to human-nature relations. The interest here lies not only in exploring how the 
reorganisation of spatial scales is linked to control over natural resources (Swyngedouw, 
2010), but also how rescaling works at the interface between traditional territorial scales and 
emergent scales of environmental governance (Bulkeley, 2005), such as for river basin 
management. These two scalar domains are regarded not as distinct entities, but as mutually 
constitutive. Thus, a new river basin organisation is a manifestation of reordered social 
relations, yet shapes these in return, as Swyngedouw has demonstrated for water policy under 
the Franco regime (2007). This insight on scalar structuration guides our response to the 
second research question of this paper. 
Being at the same time product and medium of social production, scales are – for human 
geographers – key to understanding power relations. They are the “outcome of socio-spatial 
processes that regulate and organise social power relations” (Swyngedouw, 2010, p.12). More 
specifically, scales “enabl[e] particular relationships of power and space that advantage some 
social groups and disadvantage others” (Jones, 1998, p.28). The production and reorganisation 
                                                 
1 The paper draws on findings from a research project funded by the German Research Council entitled RescalE 
(Rescaling Environmental Governance in Europe - The Water Framework Directive and the Spatial Organisation 
of Resource Regulation). Further information available at http://www.waterscale.info/project.html. 
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of scales is conceived as an inherently political process because it entails the redistribution of 
power. Here, power is understood not as some attribute of individual actors, but as a product 
of social interactions. This coincides with modern, relational understandings in political 
science, whereby power is conceived as “the production, in and through social relations, of 
effects that shape the capacities of actors to determine their circumstances and fate” (Barnett 
and Duvall, 2005, p.42). In addressing the third research question of this paper we follow this 
general approach. We are interested in revealing who is gaining, and who is losing, power as 
a result of rescaling processes in water management in terms of the power to influence policy 
contents and the power of one actor over others (ibid., p.46), encompassing both indirect 
forms of power (“power as context-shaping”) and direct forms of power (“power as conduct-
shaping”) (Hay, 1997, p.51). Our understanding of power includes the influence of so-called 
non-decisions (Nohlen, 1995, p.306), i.e. the ability of an actor to prevent political decisions it 
opposes. 
If rescaling processes are about actors struggling to consolidate or strengthen their own 
position, how do they act scalar to this end? The human geography literature also provides 
guidance for this, our first research question. It notes, first of all, that the ability to act on 
multiple scales is not equally distributed and therefore itself an expression of power relations. 
Within these constraints some actors concentrate their efforts on preserving or gaining 
influence on one specific scale. In other cases multi-scalar strategies are pursued, whereby 
actors are active on several scales in order to maximise their influence (Brenner, 2001; 
Uitermark, 2002; Adger et al., 2005). One such strategy is scale jumping, by which 
“[p]olitical claims and power established at one geographical scale are expanded to another” 
(Smith, 2000, p.726; cf. for environmental governance, Köhler, 2008). This resonates with the 
phenomenon of “venue shopping” identified in political science (Baumgartner and Jones, 
1993). Another practice is scalar bypassing, in which an actor deliberately leapfrogs the 
hierarchical order. In this paper we develop and apply a wider range of terms to reflect the 
specifics of scalar politics in environmental governance. For analytical purposes we need to 
distinguish between hydrological scales (ranging from a small sub-catchment to a major 
transnational river basin) and jurisdictional scales (ranging from a local authority to the 
European Union) as a precursor to explaining their interdependence. We therefore talk of 
cross-scalar action when referring to interplay between river basin and political-administrative 
scales and to intra-scalar action when addressing multi-scalar activity within one of these 
domains. Finally, we distinguish between multi-scalar strategies, when specific actors 
purposefully seek to increase their influence over water management by means of acting 
across multiple scales, and multi-scalar practices, when acting across scales is not part of a 
deliberate strategy to strengthen their power base but is a reactive or contingent response to 
circumstances. We identified intentionality behind multi-scalar action by analysing statements 
made by the key actors in interviews, meetings and policy documents.  
Water management lends itself particularly well to a study of scalar action. As water resources 
are regulated across diverse political-administrative and hydrological scales, their 
management represents a good empirical example of the challenges posed by multi-scalar 
governance (Blomquist et. al., 2004; Lebel et al., 2005; Dore and Lebel, 2010; Reed and 
Bruyneel, 2010; Norman et al., 2012; Herrfahrdt-Pähle, 2014). Attempts across the globe to 
institutionalise river basins and their sub-units as the prime scalar units for water resources 
management are far more advanced than comparable initiatives to orientate other 
environmental policies, such as habitat management or marine planning, around “natural” 
scales. As probably the most ambitious initiative of this kind worldwide, the WFD and its 
implementation represent an ideal object for the study of rescaling processes (Huitema and 
Bressers, 2006; Thiel, 2009; Johnson, 2012). In this paper we contribute to existing 
knowledge on scale and the WFD firstly by applying human geography concepts of rescaling 
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and the politics of scale to empirical analysis, secondly, by analysing multi-scalar strategies 
and practices with a case study of diverse actors implementing the WFD in a sub-basin in 
Germany and, thirdly, by reflecting on how these strategies and practices are influencing 
power relations and scalar reconfigurations in water management.   
 
 
3. Analysis: Acting scalar from Brussels to Wuppertal and back  
The WFD is a truly ambitious initiative of EU environmental policy, aiming at achieving 
“good water status” in European surface water bodies by 2015 (EC, 2000). As one core 
instrument to meet this objective, the river basin has been prescribed as the principal scalar 
dimension for water management within the EU. This spatial reorientation of water 
management planning along ecological systems instead of political boundaries is pursued in 
order to enhance effectiveness of policy implementation (Newig and Fritsch, 2009). In 
addition to elevating the river basin as the prime scalar unit for water management planning, 
political authority and decision-making capacities have also been reconfigured between 
European, national, regional and local scales (e.g. Kaika and Page, 2003; cf. Gualini, 2006; 
Heeg, 2008). The WFD calls for “the active involvement of all interested parties in [...] 
implementation” (Article 14). This involvement refers to the elaboration of river basin 
management plans and programmes of measures, which have to be passed every six years in 
order to specify the concrete steps to implement the WFD. It highlights the importance of 
considering non-state actors when investigating multi-scalar practices and strategies. 
Both the strengthening of the river basin scale as well as the opening up of policy processes to 
participation can, themselves, be seen as an expression of a novel multi-scalar strategy of the 
European Commission. More significantly, though, these reforms are generating new 
structures and procedures for cross- and intra-scalar negotiation and collaboration in 
implementing the WFD. These, in turn, are creating opportunities for new, more intensive 
scalar actions by key actors and thereby reordering power relations, in which some actors 
stand to gain and others to lose influence. This section investigates the multi-scalar practices 
and strategies of six groups of actors, identified and classified from the documentary material 
and interviews. These groups comprise the European Commission, EU interest groups, 
German federal and state governments, the state of North-Rhine Westphalia, the water board 
Wupperverband and local stakeholders in the Wupper sub-basin (see Fig. 1). Whilst fully 
aware of the huge diversity between these actors in terms of their water management 
responsibilities and power resources, we seek to explore and explain the ways in which they 
are acting multi-scalar in implementing the WFD and how this is changing their ability to 
influence water management planning. Since the WFD does not alter the formal 
responsibilities for water management we are particularly interested in revealing how each 
actor group is using its available resources to act multi-scalar in pursuit of its interests within 
the new policy framework.   
 
[Insert Fig.1 about here] 
Figure 1: Location of the Wupper sub-basin in Germany 
Source: own compilation 
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3.1 The European Commission’s multi-scalar actions 
The Directorate General for Environment of the European Commission (DG ENV) is the 
actor responsible for EU water policy. Within this Directorate General the Water Unit is in 
charge of implementing the WFD. The institutionalisation of the river basin scale for the 
spatial organisation of water management in the EU (Art. 3) can be viewed as the point of 
departure for a new multi-scalar strategy by the European Commission and a key instrument 
for pursuing the WFD’s environmental objectives of good ecological quality for surface 
waters. Rather than require all Member States to set up new river basin authorities, DG ENV 
is content with the compromise solution for each Member State to determine a competent 
authority for each river basin district, even if – as in the case of Germany – this is a body 
responsible for a political-administrative jurisdiction, such as a state environment ministry 
(interview DG ENV). DG ENV sees this merely as a first step towards a constructive 
rescaling process in which – out of necessity – Member States will increasingly recognise the 
need to orientate water governance around river basins and their sub-units. Following this 
scalar strategy the important innovation is to have a body legally required to institutionalise 
river basin management and to formalise a number of structures, instruments and procedures 
(such as the river basin management plans, programmes of measures and reporting 
procedures) which are oriented around river basins. The second step according to this scalar 
strategy will be to promote a rebalancing of power between existing and new, river-basin 
oriented institutions in the course of a learning process. The expectation or hope is that 
traditional sectoral and territorial organisations will in the long run lose influence to emergent 
governance forms on the river basin scale (interview DG ENV). This strategy can be 
interpreted as deeply multi-scalar in the sense that it is both cross- and intra-scalar and very 
deliberate. It enables DG ENV in the course of implementing the WFD to develop its power 
base via networking, forming alliances, gathering data, defining aims and principles etc. not 
only between European and national jurisdictions, but also between the Commission and 
organisations structured around river basins.  
At the same time, DG ENV is pursuing a strategy of strict adherence to implementation of the 
WFD’s ambitious environmental objectives and reporting procedures. The Water Unit, 
although equipped with only a handful of employees, is using its position of overall authority 
at the top of the scalar hierarchy to put pressure on the Member States – and, by extension, all 
subordinate actors, whether on jurisdictional or river basin scales – to deliver results, data, 
management plans and programmes of measures to Brussels on time (interviews DG ENV, 
EU agriculture, EU water utility, Lower Saxony). One frequently cited example of this multi-
scalar strategy of playing the ‘tough guy’ is the Commission’s publication of a large number 
of infringements and cases of non-compliance in the Water Blueprint of EU water policy 
(European Commission, 2012). This strategy is widely criticised for being insensitive to the 
early stage of the WFD implementation process, given that much data on water quality has 
not yet been collected and the river basin management plans and the programmes of measures 
are just starting to have an impact. More seriously, it threatens to backfire by alienating those 
actors on lower scales on whose support the Commission depends for effective 
implementation measures (interviews EU agriculture, EU environment, Lower Saxony). From 
this perspective the European Commission is seen to be overstretching its authority and 
placing too much of a burden on the responsible actors on national and regional scales. If this 
criticism is correct, the strategy of the Commission could have negative consequences for 
European environmental policy. 
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3.2 EU interest groups’ multi-scalar actions 
Non-state actors from the fields of agriculture, environment, water and business policy lobby 
for their interests in Brussels via national experts. In terms of scalar organisation the preferred 
setting is to have small offices in Brussels which are entrusted with following the daily 
political process of policy development in the European institutions and informing their 
national members. The scalar strategy of EU interest groups is to contact only the national and 
not the sub-national scale (interviews EU environment, EU agriculture, EU water utility). This 
is a limited scalar strategy which deliberately avoids scalar bypass.  
In response to the WFD all the interest groups interviewed have recruited water experts at 
national and European scales (interviews EU environment, EU agriculture, EU water utility). 
This confers with the impression in DG ENV that the WFD implementation process has 
resulted in a growing number of interest groups lobbying the European Commission on water-
related issues. Although often with only limited staff resources, these EU interest groups keep 
their national members up-to-date and lobby at the European scale (Deutscher 
Naturschutzring, 2012). An interesting illustration is the growing practice of some national 
environmental NGOs to inform DG ENV of possible infringements of the WFD in their own 
countries, encouraging the Commission to take remedial action (European Environmental 
Bureau, 2011; interview DG ENV). 
There is a downside for the interest groups, however. The emergence of a multitude of new 
stakeholders, taskforces, networks, action groups etc. at the European scale in the wake of the 
WFD is overstretching the resources of some interest groups. The numerous new policy 
papers and assessments need to be digested in addition to the work of translating and 
communicating the Commission’s communications for national members. Interviewees 
complain that, as a result, their effectiveness in lobbying is being compromised by the need to 
be excessively multi-scalar in their work. The EU lobby groups interviewed doubt that 
strategies to participate everywhere at the European level are having a positive impact on 
European water policy.  
 
3.3 German federal and state governments’ multi-scalar actions 
In Germany, the WFD has not altered legal responsibility for water management. As a federal 
state, authority over water protection is divided between the federal government, responsible 
for framework legislation and for implementing the WFD nationally, and the 16 state 
governments, responsible for implementing the WFD in the 10 river basins in Germany 
(Moss, 2004). This places the federal government in a difficult scalar dilemma, caught 
between overall legal responsibility to the EU and reliance on the states for meeting the 
WFD’s objectives. In terms of the relationship between jurisdictional and river basin scales, 
our interviewees at the state level concede that the WFD is challenging the traditional scalar 
configuration of German water policy around political-administrative units by virtue of the 
ambitious aims and strict deadlines set at the European level and a relatively open policy 
process on how to get there on river basin scales. Particularly in the initial phase of WFD 
implementation, up until the completion of the first planning period in 2009, there was, in the 
eyes of our interviewees, a veritable ‘hype’ around collaboration on river basin scales. Now 
that the process of implementing the plans with specific measures has begun, the state 
officials see a renaissance of traditional actors organised around political-administrative scales 
who have the means and the authority to implement these measures (interviews Hessen, 
Lower Saxony). They are, in effect, predicting resurgence in their own powers over water 
management planning – in stark contrast to the expectations of the European Commission 
described above. 
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Central to the scalar actions of both federal and state water authorities is the growing need for 
them to speak with one voice to the European Commission. The principal forum for 
developing a common position on WFD implementation in Germany is the Working Group of 
the Federal States on Water Problems (LAWA) (Kastens and Newig, 2007). Its original 
membership of the environment ministries from all 16 states was extended in 2002 to include 
the Federal Environment Ministry (responsible for water) in order to improve and strengthen 
harmonization of WFD implementation between the state and federal scales. LAWA has 
thereby become an intra-scalar organization in our terminology. The coordination and 
development of joint implementation measures is now one of the principal tasks of LAWA 
(LAWA, 2010). By developing harmonised standards (e.g. for water quality in specific river 
types) federal and state agencies hope not only to justify European water policy to their 
citizens more coherently but also to strengthen their combined power vis-à-vis the European 
Commission in the WFD implementation process (interviews Hessen, Lower Saxony). To 
clarify scalar responsibilities an agreement was reached in 2010 – in the so-called 
‘Frauenchiemsee Paper’ – which distinguishes between those river basin management topics 
where the federal level is responsible (under the influence of LAWA) and those to be 
addressed at the river basin scale (under the influence of individual states). For example, the 
definition of environmental quality norms (physical or chemical) lies within the remit of 
LAWA, whereas the right to take action to implement these norms is located on the state level 
(LAWA, 2010). 
In dealings with EU institutions (e.g. Common Implementation Strategy – CIS – groups) the 
Federal Environment Ministry acts on behalf of Germany in co-ordination with the federal 
states via LAWA (LAWA, 2010). The common practice is for a state representative from 
LAWA to accompany the federal representative to meetings at the European level (interview 
Lower Saxony). Representatives of the German federal states are also involved in different 
working groups at the European level directly (e.g. EUnet, former EU Working Group). The 
issue of data aggregation and reporting provides a good illustration of the division of multi-
scalar action between the federal and state levels (LAWA, 2010). Here, the federal 
government is required to report data to Brussels, but the states were fearful of losing 
influence over water policy by having to transfer their data to Berlin first. The agreement 
reached is to distinguish between aggregated data from the sub-basin scale upwards which 
goes to the European Commission and aggregated data from below the sub-basin scale which 
is withheld by the individual states (interview Lower Saxony).  
Aside from the new formal divisions of responsibility, a distinct learning process can be 
observed amongst state officials. In the beginning, German water administrators were 
generally sceptical, citing a lack of legitimacy and efficiency at the river basin scale. Today, 
many see the potential for achieving water policy objectives via the scalar reconfiguration set 
in motion by the WFD. Especially those pursuing innovative and integrated water policies 
who are active for Germany at the European level have gained significant influence in the 
course of implementing the WFD (interviews Hessen, Lower Saxony). 
 
3.4 Multi-scalar actions of the state of North-Rhine Westphalia  
Given the considerable powers of German states in implementing the WFD, the ways in 
which a state water authority interacts downwards with subordinate public authorities and 
simultaneously across hydrological scales is of great significance to the scalar politics of 
water management. This applies in particular to North-Rhine Westphalia (NRW), Germany’s 
most populous state, responsible for implementing the WFD in the Wupper sub-basin 
(workshops Wupperverband, symposia Wupperverband 2011 and 2012). In NRW, water 
authority is exercised not only at the state scale via the Environment Ministry (MKUNLV) 
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and its administrative arm (LANUV), but also at the scale of subordinate district governments 
(Bezirksregierungen). River basin management is implemented along a parallel scalar 
hierarchy, from (international) river basins, notably the Rhine, sub-basins, such as the 
Wupper, and then smaller subsidiary catchments. The problems of cross-scalar coordination 
are self-evident here. In the case of the Wupper the boundaries of political jurisdictions and 
river basins do not match at all: the Wupper sub-basin falls within the jurisdiction of four 
district governments (see Fig. 1). How do these state bodies deal with this scalar misfit in 
practice?  
Our research suggests that the MKUNLV and NRW’s district authorities employ a scalar 
strategy centred on leaving the daily business of implementing the WFD to the existing water 
boards already organised around river basins. The strategy of the state actors is to delegate 
modest powers to these water boards, which were established in this part of Germany from 
the late nineteenth century onwards. Being legally responsible for implementing the WFD in 
NRW, MKUNLV and the district authorities realize that ultimate power to make binding 
decisions remains in their hands. The district authorities of Düsseldorf and Cologne – both 
responsible for most parts of the Wupper sub-basin – still have to authorize most 
implementation measures at some stage and provide around 80% of the funding for ecological 
improvements, giving them considerable political leverage. This funding is, in turn, based on 
legislation and budgets approved by the NRW government. Similarly, the river basin 
management plans and programmes of measures are also decided by the NRW government 
and parliament (Bernhardt and Hüesker, in press, interview district government, workshops 
Wupperverband). The strategy can be characterised as cross-scalar in the sense that actors of 
political-administrative units are allowing actors on the river basin scale relative leeway to act 
on operational tasks, but by virtue of their significant decision-making and funding powers 
they exercise considerable influence over the WFD implementation process (interview 
LANUV). This scalar strategy is on the one hand a pragmatic division of labour and on the 
other an expression of experimental exploration in sub-basin governance whilst retaining 
overall control.  
 
3.5 The Wupperverband’s multi-scalar actions 
Water management in the Wupper sub-basin has been the remit of the catchment-based water 
board Wupperverband for decades. This scalar configuration, with its strong tradition of river 
basin management, is unique to the water boards of NRW and makes for an interesting study 
of rescaling via the WFD. Originally founded in 1930, the Wupperverband, with a core 
membership of local authorities and industrial water users, is today responsible for a wide 
range of water management tasks, ranging from pollution control, wastewater treatment and 
reservoir management to, increasingly, river restoration (see www.wupperverband.de, 
accessed 31 May 2013). Across the Wupper sub-basin the water board operates 12 reservoirs, 
11 sewage treatment plants as well as structures for flood retention, managing ca. 2,300 km of 
rivers and streams. As part of the WFD implementation process the Wupperverband organised 
round table workshops at the sub-basin scale on four occasions between 2008 and 2009. In 
addition, regional working groups have been established on the subordinate scale of three 
planning units within the sub-basin in order to devise implementation timetables for specific 
measures.  
The first scalar strategy of the Wupperverband is to establish its position as the key actor for 
implementing the WFD in the sub-basin. This is pursued by proactively pushing for an 
ambitious interpretation of WFD implementation and enrolling the support of its members to 
this end. Although officially it is implementing the WFD on behalf of MKUNLV and the 
district authorities, in public the water board presents its actions as voluntary and the product 
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of its own initiative. The Wupperverband has taken the lead in organising and facilitating the 
participatory processes to establish river basin management plans and programmes of 
measures in the catchment. The Wupperverband strategy is multi-scalar in that it enrols the 
local, river basin, district authority and state (NRW) scales in its work (symposia 
Wupperverband 2011 and 2012, workshops Wupperverband 2012). The Wupperverband takes 
advantage of the fact that its traditional spatial remit fits neatly to the institutionalisation of 
river basin management envisaged by the WFD. Given its pivotal scalar position between the 
sub-basin it manages and the political jurisdictions of its members, the Wupperverband has 
become the region’s lead player in implementing the WFD. It sets procedural rules and the 
regional water policy agenda and organises collaborative ventures with local stakeholders 
(interviews county 1 + 2, municipality, local stakeholders). Our fieldwork suggests that this is 
a successful example of a deliberate multi-scalar strategy to increase the water board’s sphere 
of influence, especially over the water policy agenda. 
A second multi-scalar strategy employed by the Wupperverband is to become a front-runner 
in developing problem-solving models on other scales. The Wupperverband is investing 
considerable resources in defining parameters to measure the ecological status of rivers, for 
instance with its own river-basin based Geographic Information System ‘FluGGS’ or with 
manageable data collection methods in the context of the intercalibration requirements. As a 
successful front-runner it hopes to be able to offer these models at a later stage to actors at 
other scales. The Wupperverband’s CEO and head of unit responsible for GIS are both 
members of the GIS committee of the German Association for Water, Wastewater and Waste 
(DWA) and use their positions to promote the Wupperverband’s models at the national scale 
(symposium Wupperverband 2012; workshops Wupperverband). They are banking on the 
assumption that actors on various scales will need this kind of expertise when the 
implementation of specific water protection measures becomes imminent and the risk of 
sanctions by the EU for non-fulfilment increases. Potential beneficiaries are local authorities 
confronted with the need to alter river structures, state ministries or other water boards with 
less experience in operative WFD implementation and interest groups seeking help in 
evaluating river basin management plans (interviews LANUV, county 1 + 2, local 
stakeholders). Being a front-runner in such a process is an example of a potentially successful 
multi-scalar strategy, in which water management expertise is used as a vehicle for 
influencing WFD implementation in line with the water board’s interests and for 
strengthening its position in relation to national implementation policy (upscale) and local 
stakeholders (downscale). However, the strategy is risky, in that it demands considerable 
financial resources, manpower and time with no guarantee of the board’s models gaining wide 
acceptance ultimately. 
 
3.6 The multi-scalar actions of local authorities and interest groups in NRW 
The role of local authorities and interest groups in the WFD’s implementation process is of 
particular interest given the Directive’s explicit requirement for formal participation and the 
implicit dependence of the responsible authorities on stakeholders at large to help achieve its 
environmental objectives (Kastens and Newig, 2008). In the following we examine the scalar 
action of local authorities at both municipal and county levels and of interest groups in NRW 
representing environmental, water supply and agricultural interests. 
Municipalities in the catchment, as members of the Wupperverband, all participated in the 
round table discussions on the river basin scale (workshops Wupperverband, interviews 
district government, county 1 + 2). They all agreed to the WFD implementation scheme, 
including commitments for co-funding measures. This formal support for the implementation 
process, however, masks a generally reserved and calculating stance of most municipalities 
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towards the WFD. They approve the steps proposed by the Wupperverband in the knowledge 
that, in the event of local criticism, they can always pin the blame on the water board, the 
district government or the EU. By delegating authority – via their membership – to the 
Wupperverband municipal leaders do not have to persuade their own city councils and 
assemblies to pay for expensive measures to implement the WFD, such as the removal of a 
weir. At the same time, local decision-makers know they ultimately remain the competent 
authority to decide over the removal of the weir with the power to delay decisions, as water 
board officials complain. By retaining a degree of influence in the later stages of the 
implementation process, municipalities can be regarded as fairly successful in acquiring 
power at the river basin scale while retaining influence at the local level. Their strategies are 
limited in scalar scope, though, as only large cities are able to intervene at scales above their 
own sub-basin or state (workshops Wupperverband, interviews district government, 
LANUV). 
The seven counties (Landkreise) with territory in the Wupper sub-basin have become 
unwitting intermediary organisations between local groups and state or district authorities. 
From their perspective many municipal representatives attending the round table debates do 
not fully understand the implications of the WFD and its implementation (interviews county 1 
+ 2). The counties find themselves, consequently, in a position of facilitating the 
implementation process between the state of NRW, the water board and local stakeholders, 
especially landowners who did not actively commit themselves to measures in the 
discussions. This new intra- and cross-scalar influence was not deliberately sought by the 
counties, but is now used by them to their own advantage (interviews county 1 + 2). 
Local interest groups were initially sceptical of participating in the round table discussions on 
the sub-basin scale and did so often only because they were invited. The initial purpose of 
attending was to ascertain whether the water board and state administration were planning 
anything likely to run counter to their interests. Over time, however, these local groups have 
come to appreciate that, in the case of the round table events organised by the 
Wupperverband, their interests are taken seriously and they are able to put issues on the 
agenda of the draft river basin management plans. It is widely felt that participating in fora at 
the sub-basin scale has been a novel and fruitful experience, permitting influence over 
regional water policy (interviews local water utility, local agricultural association, local 
environmental NGO). Many feel, however, that the most influential actors are those with 
more expertise and resources at their disposal, like the agricultural association of NRW and 
the water board itself. Interestingly, environmental NGOs, though very active in the 
participation process, are felt to have lost influence overall. Before the WFD they were 
consulted – if at all – bilaterally. Today, they need to make their voice heard amongst a 
plethora of other interest groups in the sub-basin (interviews local water utility, local 
agricultural association, local environmental NGO).  
By contrast, agricultural stakeholders in NRW are proving a powerful actor in the WFD 
implementation process, pursuing very deliberate multi-scalar strategies and acting on 
hydrological as well as jurisdictional scales. In the knowledge that the ecological aims of the 
WFD to improve groundwater and surface water quality cannot be achieved effectively 
without the support of farmers, their lobby organisation, the chamber of agriculture 
(Landwirtschaftskammer, LWK), has developed two successful scalar strategies to gain 
influence over NRW’s water policy. The first is to lobby at EU, national and state scales 
against aspects of WFD implementation deemed detrimental to farming interests. This 
involved, for instance, the LWK drafting a contract with the state ministry of agriculture 
which effectively guarantees that farmers in NRW will incur no economic disadvantages. 
LWK representatives are also members of DWA’s committees involved in shaping national 
water quality standards. Regarding the status of heavily modified water bodies (HMWB), the 
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water unit of LWK directly contacted DG ENV in Brussels to agree on a definition acceptable 
to farmers. It subsequently employed some 40 water policy advisors to check historical maps 
and visit every farm in NRW in order to prove which parts of the river were modified by 
human activities in the past, thereby increasing the number of watercourses termed heavily 
modified by one third (interview LWK). The second strategy has been to use the considerable 
expertise gained through its freshly employed water specialists to participate actively in the 
WFD implementation process at all stages and in all catchments. Whilst declaring its 
willingness to help achieve the WFD’s environmental objectives, the LWK is exploring win-
win measures capable of benefiting both the farmers’ economic interests and water protection 
(interview LWK). Other local stakeholders and authorities acknowledge the success of this 
strategy. In our terms it is a successful example of the politics of scale, using the opportunities 
offered by the WFD implementation process to increase power over regional water policy. 
The strategy is particularly multi-scalar, as the chamber’s representatives are paid and 
organized on the state scale whilst operating on the catchment scale.  
 
 
4. Interpretation: A Typology of Scalar Action 
Having described the multi-scalar strategies and practices of key actors, we now look across 
their scalar actions to make some general observations. By way of orientation we draw on our 
three research questions above relating to the kinds of scalar actions developed, the processes 
of scalar (re-)configuration and their impacts on power relations in implementing the WFD. 
The empirical findings have clearly demonstrated the inadequacy of a simple, binary 
distinction between scalar ‘strategy’ and scalar ‘practice’. Although a few observed forms of 
scalar action are clearly strategic, in the sense of purposeful work across scales, most involve 
varying degrees of intentionality. In order to capture better the complexity and subtlety of 
scalar action observed, we present in the following section a typology developed inductively 
out of the empirical data. These types of scalar action are: engagement, enrolment, delegation, 
facilitation, harmonization, appropriation and acquiescence. For each of the seven types of 
scalar action we provide examples for illustration and reflect on the consequences for power 
constellations and rescaling processes in implementing the WFD. Although similarities 
between some of the types can be discerned, they each describe a distinct form of scalar 
action worth highlighting. Since they represent generic, rather than actor-specific, types the 
various scalar actions of one actor may be attributed to more than one category. We should 
reiterate that not all types of scalar action are open to all actors, whose options are limited by 
their scalar position, power relations and resources. 
1. Engagement: The active involvement of actors across different scales.  
The study reveals a number of actors who deliberately set out to advance their interests by 
actively engaging in negotiation processes on diverse scales. Examples include the 
lobbying of EU environmental NGOs on both national and European political scales 
(intra-scalar) and of local environmental NGOs by-passing their national governments in 
whistle-blowing to the European Commission. The agricultural chamber of NRW is active 
on all relevant scales in parallel, seeking to protect farmers’ interests whilst ostensibly 
pursuing the aims of WFD. The advantage of these deliberate scalar strategies is the 
chance to increase influence over the water policy agenda at other scales. Our research 
suggests that non-state actors are more adept at cross-scalar networking and lobbying in 
the WFD implementation process than public agencies. This can help open up old scalar 
configurations which restricted cross-scalar solutions in past environmental governance. 
Potential disadvantages we have observed are that these scalar strategies often rely on 
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informal processes and contacts (e.g. to DG ENV staff), lack transparency and legitimacy 
and ultimately give preference to powerful actors.  
2. Enrolment: Encouraging other actors to work across different scales.  
Enrolment is about getting others to participate in implementing the WFD by working 
across different scales. One example is how the CIS groups encouraged various national 
or EU interest groups to be more active in river basin management – i.e. to act intra- and 
cross-scalar. Another is the strategy of the Wupperverband to organise the round table 
events as a way of enrolling initially sceptical local actors in river basin management 
planning. In the case of the Wupper it seems as if the scalar action of those involved – 
many of whom had no previous experience of river basin management – is likely to bear 
fruit in the form of real improvements to water quality and substantive changes towards 
more collaborative water governance in the catchment. Enrolment can empower both the 
enrolling actor (e.g. Wupperverband) and those formerly passive actors. Conversely, 
enrolment might correlate with the disempowerment of formerly active actors who now 
need to compete for influence (e.g. local environmental groups). The enrolment of former 
veto-players might increase performance, but requires considerable resources and is often 
limited to the solution of easy tasks.  
3. Delegation: Distributing tasks to other scales. 
Rather than encouraging participation, delegation is about reordering scalar 
responsibilities. An obvious example is the strategy of the state government of NRW and 
its district governments to grant the Wupperverband the right to conduct initial operative 
tasks of WFD implementation but to retain legal authority over financing and authorising 
WFD measures in the long run. Similarly, local authorities have long delegated water 
management tasks to the Wupperverband for reasons of cost-effectiveness and of finding 
river basin-based solutions, but also to avoid direct responsibility to local electorates for 
expensive water policy measures. It would appear that delegation is an effective scalar 
strategy for public bodies, enabling them to accord specific powers for a limited time to 
other scales (e.g. river basin organisations) whilst retaining overall responsibility for 
financing, licensing etc.. Intra-scalar delegation is, of course, familiar action for 
administration officials on all scales researched. They, however, are very reluctant to 
consider scalar-bypassing or to undermine the scalar configuration of hierarchical 
jurisdictions. Their scalar action is generally reactive, rather than deliberate. Delegating 
political responsibility to other scales has the potential to raise the effectiveness and the 
acceptance of implementing the WFD, as the examples of the municipalities at the 
Wupper, the district authorities in NRW and also DG Environment suggest. It would 
appear to be part of the scalar strategic game to let the actors on hydrological scales 
implement policies which could not be implemented on the jurisdictional ones. However, 
legitimised actors on jursidictional scales, whether local or European, remain powerful 
and influential at a distance.  
4. Facilitation: Creating or adapting existing procedures and structures to improve intra- 
and/or cross-scalar action.  
Reconfiguring institutional arrangements is a further scalar strategy observed. A key 
example is the way the European Commission, and DG ENV in particular, has introduced 
strict planning procedures, timelines, monitoring methods and sanctions in order to oblige 
Member States and their relevant agencies to pursue new water policy objectives in the 
context of river basin management. The reform of LAWA to include representatives of the 
federal government is a further example of intra-scalar facilitation, though of a less 
purposeful nature. Many actors see facilitation as a good way of opening up traditional 
scalar configurations in order to influence and shift policy agendas. But scalar 
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inconsistencies between old and newly configured institutions create tensions and 
inefficiencies, as river basin actors usually lack implementation power. Despite the prior 
existence of a relatively powerful river-basin organisation in the Wupper catchment, the 
district authorities, municipalities and landowners retain de facto powers of veto. 
Interestingly, therefore, facilitation appears to increase the influence of public authorities, 
by resolving conflicts of interests across different scales, forcing different departments to 
develop a common strategy and integrating all the relevant units into the process.  
5. Harmonization: Pushing for new common standards on other scales.  
This intra- and cross-scalar action uses the opportunity of rescaling the water policy 
agenda to influence problem definitions and solutions by harmonising standards. We 
observe this as an important motive of the EU CIS process, designed to provide guidance 
for common implementation, but also of LAWA’s Frauenchiemsee Paper. In both cases, 
developing common standards across multiple scales is regarded as critical for effective 
implementation of the WFD. The Wupperverband also pursues this strategy by promoting 
its own problem-solving techniques as a model for other water boards or government 
agencies to follow, using its membership of national DWA committees as an avenue of 
influence. Harmonising standards across multiple scales is a powerful instrument for 
increasing an actor’s influence. The downside is that it demands considerable resources 
for an actor to get their own methodology etc. accepted as the new standard. 
6. Appropriation: Acting scalar to adapt the policy agenda to accommodate other interests.  
The prime example of appropriation is the deliberate strategy of the agricultural chamber 
in NRW to advance farmers’ interests by active communication, negotiation and coercion 
on multiple scales. Cleverly embracing the WFD in principle and setting itself up as a 
cooperative partner, it is doing so only in so far as this meets agricultural interests, seeking 
out win-win situations from the WFD implementation process. It is acting intra-scalar by 
lobbying EU agencies and state ministries, but also cross-scalar through active 
engagement in river basin planning at the Wupper. To a lesser extent and with less 
deliberation local stakeholders participating in the round table talks are striving to link 
river basin management requirements to their own urban/regional development agendas. 
Appropriation can empower actors equipped with the necessary resources and influence to 
shape the policy agenda in their interest across multiple scales. This can help veto-players 
to continue to resist change to the WFD implementation process. Nevertheless, it does 
require these actors to commit themselves publicly to fulfilling the WFD’s political aims.  
7. Acquiescence: Accepting the necessity to act scalar. 
An interesting type of unintended scalar action can be termed acquiescence, in which 
scalar practices are adopted where they are unavoidable or opportune. The best example is 
how, in the process of WFD implementation, the counties are finding themselves in an 
intermediary position between the NRW government, the Wupperverband and local 
stakeholders. Given their considerable legal responsibilities for local water policy and the 
communication problems between the above actors, county officials are becoming 
unwitting brokers in implementing the WFD in the sub-basin. Their scalar action is 
distinctly non-strategic by nature. Accepting the necessity to act multi-scalar by these 
actors nevertheless appears important for advancing cross- and intra-scalar collaboration. 
Although they never expected to be a key player in the implementation process, several 
counties are now taking advantage of scalar reconfigurations in the region to strengthen 
their own position. Acquiescence – and the unexpected engagement which it involves – 




5. Conclusions  
This paper has investigated the implementation of the WFD as an exemplar of rescaling 
environmental governance in Europe. In our study of multi-scalar strategies and practices in 
Germany, focussing on the Wupper sub-basin, we investigated how relevant stakeholders – 
from the local to the European level, from small catchments to large river basins – are acting 
scalar in implementing the WFD. We selected this sub-basin not as a representative case for 
Germany as a whole, but as a favourable context for exploring the interaction and shifts 
between established hydrological and jurisdictional scales during the implementation process.  
In response to the first research question posed – relating to modes of multi-scalar action – the 
general observation is that acting scalar is not the preserve of a few perceptive and resourceful 
actors. All the actors we studied are acting scalar to some extent, although in very different 
ways, with different degrees of deliberation and to different effect. This is perhaps not 
surprising, given the traditional hierarchies and responsibilities of water management in 
Germany, its federal structure and the cross-boundary nature of water resources management. 
However, the extent to which the actors are working across multiple scales and the increased 
intensity of these scalar relations indicates that the WFD has made multi-scalar activity 
essential for all key actors if they are to fulfil their legal responsibilities, secure their intrinsic 
interests and strengthen their power base. The empirical analysis revealed great variety in the 
ways actors are working across scales. Looking beyond a simple binary of scalar strategy vs. 
scalar practice we developed inductively a typology of multi-scalar action to accommodate 
and interpret this diversity. The seven types identified are: engagement, enrolment, delegation, 
facilitation, harmonisation, appropriation and acquiescence. Being founded in the empirical 
case, these are not set up as universal types, nor are they intended as in any way conclusive. 
Rather, they are a heuristic for interpreting the case we studied which will, hopefully, be of 
value in other empirical studies of scalar action in very different settings.  
We used this typology to reflect on what kinds of impacts these multi-scalar actions can have. 
In response to the second and third research questions, we were interested in ascertaining 
what difference such actions can make not only to power relations, but also to scalar 
configurations themselves. The first observation is that not all types of scalar action are 
available to all actors. Some actors are far better positioned to act scalar than others. For 
instance, the agenda-setting authority of the water unit in DG Environment and the resources 
available to the agricultural chamber LWK have enabled both organisations to substantially 
shape policies and practices of river basin management on various scales. For other actors 
existing scalar configurations can pose constraints on their action, whether multi-scalar or 
otherwise. The state and district authorities, for example, are so rooted in jurisdictional 
hierarchies that their scope for cross-scalar action is limited.  
The second observation is that the process of implementing the WFD has opened up old scalar 
configurations of water management planning in Germany, oriented traditionally around 
hierarchically structured political jurisdictions, enabling a far greater variety and intensity of 
cross-scalar interaction than in the past, even for the Wupper with its history of basin-based 
water management. By exploiting this opportunity and practising one or more of the types of 
scalar action described in this paper, actors can acquire new political leverage over the 
implementation process. Conversely, the empowerment of certain actors can be at the expense 
of other actors, who may need to compete for influence previously taken for granted, as 
experienced by the environmental groups in the Wupper sub-basin. Multi-scalar action can 
also place considerable demands on organisations if – as in the case of small lobby groups in 
Brussels – they do not have sufficient resources to reap the potential benefits. Whilst making 
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the case for the importance of addressing the politics of scale, we acknowledge that power 
relations are influenced by (spatial and non-spatial) factors which are not scalar at all and that 
some multi-scalar practices have only a modest impact on power relations. 
The third observation is that the rescaling set in motion by the WFD is not working solely – or 
even primarily – in favour of actors who are basin-based. Counter to what might be expected, 
the beneficiaries of multi-scalar action include not just the region’s principal river basin 
organisation, the Wupperverband, but also bodies which are constituted around political 
jurisdictions, such as the counties and the agricultural chamber. Public authorities at all scales 
– from local to national – are not simply reacting defensively to shore up the authority of 
‘their’ territorial jurisdictions against a new hydro-technical scalar regime, but are actively 
engaged in working collaboratively across scales and are developing new avenues of 
influence – as well as new modes of cross-scalar governance – as a result.  
Our final remark is that the case points clearly to the inherent dynamics of scalar politics. 
Despite the apparent rigidity of both scalar dimensions discussed here – i.e. the federal 
structure of water governance in Germany on the one hand and the hydrological scales 
prescribed for water management planning by the WFD on the other – the process of 
implementing the WFD, although leaving legal responsibilities untouched, is revealing 
considerable fluidity in the importance and meanings attributed to these scales. The scalar 
strategies and practices of prominent actors are not simply taking place on or between certain 
scales, they are redefining and reconstituting the function and significance of these scales. 
They are even creating new scalar hybrids (cf. Johnson, 2012) at the interface between 
hydrological and jurisdictional domains. Exploring what this means for the scalar 
reconfiguration of environmental governance in other fields and in other countries would 
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German State of Lower Saxony, Ministry for the Environment, Energy and Climate Protection 
(Niedersächsisches Ministerium für Umwelt, Energie und Klimaschutz, Hannover, 
November 2011 (interview Lower Saxony). 
German State of Hesse, Ministry for the Environment, Energy, Agriculture and Consumer 
Protection, Wiesbaden, February 2012 (interview Hessen). 
German State of North-Rhine Westphalia, State Agency for Nature, Environment and 
Consmumer Protection, Bonn, August 2012 (interview LANUV). 
Oberbergischer County, Unit for Environmental Protection, Gummersbach, May 2012 
(interview county 1). 
Remscheid City, Environmental Unit, Remscheid, May 2012 (interview municipality). 
Rheinisch-Bergischer County, Unit for Environmental Protection, Bergisch Gladbach, August 
2012 (interview county 2). 
Symposia Wupperverband: Annual public symposium on current issues of river basin 
management in the Wupper basin, participated in 2011, 2012, 2013, Stadthalle Wuppertal 
(for detailed information check www.wupperverband.de). 
Water Supply Association Rhein-Wupper, Wermelskirchen, February 2012 (interview local 
water utility). 
Workshops Wupperverband: Three internal workshops with leading representatives of 
Wupperverband were held in 2011, 2012 and 2013. 
